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The genocide trial against former dictator Gen. Efraín Ríos Montt (1982-1983) and his former chief
of intelligence José Mauricio Rodríguez Sánchez was suspended for 12 days and then went into a
recess to allow a new lawyer to take on the case.
Stories of massacres, women gang-raped by soldiers, people who were forced to watch while
their loved ones were tortured and murdered, communities that faced starvation after they were
forced to flee to the mountains. During a 10-day period, the three-judge tribunal heard 98 witness
testimonies of Ixil Mayans who survived the massacres perpetrated by the Guatemalan Army in the
highland department of Quiché during Ríos Montt’s brutal dictatorship (NotiSur, April 4, 2013). By
April 18, the court had also listened to a wide range of experts whose investigations proved that Ríos
Montt’s regime was guilty of genocide against the Mayan Ixil people.
Patrick Ball, a scientist who has spent more than 20 years assisting human rights defenders and
truth commissions by conducting statistical analysis of large-scale human rights abuses, delivered a
presentation containing a complex series of mathematical equations that proved that 2,147 Mayans
of the 38,902 who inhabited the Ixil towns of San Juan Cotzal, San Gaspar Chajul, and Santa María
Nebaj were killed under the Ríos Montt dictatorship, whereas 41 nonindigenous Guatemalans
out of a total of 5,882 were killed. Ball’s figure of 2,147 indigenous victims exceeds the figure
of 1,771 quoted by the Ministerio Público (MP), based on the findings of the Comisión para el
Esclarecimiento Histórico (CEH), Guatemala’s truth and reconciliation commission. Ball considers
the MP’s figures conservative.
Sociologist Marta Elena Casaús Arzú, an expert on race relations, also testified and argued that
"historical and structural racism in Guatemala reached a height during the armed conflict because
of the stigmatization of indigenous identity. It is at this point that racism is expressed as a statesponsored ideology, a machine designed to exterminate an ethnic group, the Ixil people."

Tito Arias and the highland massacres
Stalag Guatemala, a documentary in which Finnish director Mikael Wahlforss recorded a trip made
by American journalists Allan Nairn and Jean-Marie Simon to Quiché at the height of the Ríos
Montt dictatorship, was premiered in 1983. Wahlforss filmed the bloodstained faces of purported
guerrilla fighters who had been interrogated, tortured, and murdered.
In a following scene, a bearded soldier wearing the red beret that distinguishes the much-feared
Kaibil special forces, appears. He shows Nairn a notebook where he recorded all the operations
carried out and their results. "Does this show the places where the Army is killing people?" Nairn
asks. "Exactly," answers the soldier.
In 2011, Otto Pérez Molina, the soldier wearing the red beret in Stalag Guatemala, won the
presidential elections and took office in January 2012 (NotiCen, Feb. 2, 2012). He no longer had
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a beard nor did he wear his red beret and olive-green military uniform, and he strove to portray
himself as one of the signatories of the Peace Accords rather than an Army general who participated
in some of the worst atrocities committed by the Army during Guatemala’s 36-year civil war. "There
was no such thing as genocide in Guatemala," he said defiantly during the election campaign.
On April 4, the tenth day of the trial, the revelations about the role played by Otto Pérez Molina
during the armed conflict would give the Ríos Montt trial a dramatic twist. Hugo Ramiro Leonardo
Reyes, a former Army mechanic, testified via video link that in September 1982 he was part of an
Army battalion called "El Triunfo," stationed in Nebaj. "People’s shacks were burnt down in the
village of Salquil Grande. Major Tito Arias, better known as Otto Pérez Molina, was in command
there. And let me tell you that executions were committed there," he said.
On April 14, the Fundación Contra el Terrorismo, a group led by Ricardo Méndez Ruiz, whose father
served as interior minister under the Ríos Montt dictatorship and was kidnapped by guerrillas in
June 1982, published a pamphlet titled "The Genocide Farce in Guatemala," which claimed that
the idea that genocide was committed in Guatemala during the armed conflict was "a Marxist
conspiracy sponsored by the Catholic Church."

Trial grinds to halt
Four days later, on April 18, the trial was drawing to an end and both the defense and the
prosecution were ready to sum up their arguments. But, an hour after the hearing began, the
defense lawyers abruptly left the courtroom arguing that the trial was "illegal." Presiding Judge
Jazmín Barrios was unable to stop them and said she was forced to suspend the hearing until the
following day.
Hours later, Judge Carol Patricia Flores announced that the Corte de Constitucionalidad (CC), the
nation’s highest court, had reinstated her to the case after being recused from it in February 2012
and had ruled that all actions taken in the case under Judge Barrios were null (NotiCen, Aug. 2,
2012).
Judge Flores, of the Tribunal Primero A de Mayor Riesgo, had initially been assigned to the case.
However, after the defense succeeded in securing an order for her recusal in November 2011 on
the grounds of partiality, the case was transferred to Judge Galvez, of the Tribunal Primero B de
Mayor Riesgo, who decided there was enough evidence for Ríos Montt and his former chief of
intelligence José Mauricio Rodríguez Sánchez to be tried. The trial then began with a three-judge
panel presided by Judge Barrios.
On the same day that Judge Flores sent the trial back to square one, Allan Nairn, the journalist
who interviewed Otto Pérez Molina in Stalag Guatemala, said that he had travelled to Guatemala
to testify in the Ríos Montt case but that the prosecution had told him, at the last minute, that he
would not testify. Nairn claims that, after Reyes testified, judges and prosecutors had received
death threats and had come under intense pressure to prevent other witnesses from mentioning
Pérez Molina’s role in the highland massacres.

Trial is reopened
After two weeks of uncertainty, Judge Barrios resumed the trial and reinstated Ríos Montt’s defense
lawyer, who had been thrown out on the trial’s first day for having a conflict of interest with one of
the judges.
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Defense attorneys have continued to argue that the decision to move back proceedings is binding,
while prosecutors insist that it is illegal and are challenging the ruling in the CC, which has not yet
given its verdict.
Barrios says that the trial must go on because all CC orders relating to disputed elements about the
case have been complied with, including reinstating Ríos Montt’s lawyers and accepting defense
evidence that was initially rejected.
Despite the setbacks, the victims of the Mayan holocaust have not lost faith in the justice system.
"Ríos Montt is shaking with fear. He’s nervous because his lawyers have been unable to halt the
trial. In the end, the truth must prevail," says Antonio Caba Caba, an Ixil survivor who testified in
court how members of his community had been disappeared and tortured when he was 11 years old.

-- End --
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